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B and of Gold
I needed it. All the others were mamed and 
would be dripping with jewelry. Rings on their fin­
gers and bells on their toes. Diamonds nestling in 
the crevices of their throats or dangling from their
earlobes.
1 deserved it. 1 was as mamed as any of them.
The importance of a wedding ring didn t dawn 
on me until I was sitting in the Fairview' Mall, kill­
ing time until changing into my good dress. Then 
1 would find a taxi and ride over to Todhunter Cres­
cent, to Mary Lynn’s, for the reunion of the girls 
from our old dorm floor.
I’d felt ready to meet the gang again. My new 
outfit was in a bag in a locker over near the mall 
w ashrooms. Jasper said he could take on my role 
as Domestic Goddess for the day. I had even ar­
ranged a free nde for myself with the mailman from 
the farm to the Greyhound stop.
Then, on a mall bench, I fell into temptation. 
Expensive scents from the perfume counter of a 
department store wafted out and tickled my nos­
trils. Topaz■ White Vanilla. Black Pearls. I knew 
their names from TV. The other women at the re­
union, Mary Lynn, Muffy, Caroline, Courtney, et 
al, would float in on a cloud of delicate scent.
Caroline, who inhabited the residence cell next 
to mine over thirty years ago, always smelled of 
lily of the valley, or “Muguet,” as she called it. 
She had learned French in her expensive private 
high school. Her white angora sweaters and pale 
grey skirts made me think of lilies. That fall, 
Caroline befriended me when my ski jacket disin­
tegrated in the washer. She came back from 
Thanksgiving bringing me her sister’s outgrown 
duffle coat. Smelling faintly of Joie, it was the best 
garment I owned.
Leaving the house for the reunion. I’d smelled 
of Ivory soap, but sweat from menopause and travel 
had pretty well extinguished that clean scent. 
Maybe I should go in and use one of the tester
bottles. Yes. Then I would smell as good as any of 
them.
I ventured in and sprayed myself with an at­
omizer on the counter. The bored clerk chatted with 
a colleague, scarcely noticing me there. Why would 
anyone notice me, in my tan sweat shirt, with the 
hood up to cover the curlers in my hair, and my 
faded jeans and running shoes? I might have been 
cleaning staff.
Once inside the store, I was hypnotized, like a 
jackdaw sighting the glint of metal. The jewelry 
counter was close by. Gems winked at me from a 
display case. Leaning on the counter, just at the 
opening where the sales staff passed through, I 
looked down into little velvet boxes of diamonds 
and wedding bands. Some were in matched sets, 
some just gold bands alone.
I didn’t own either.
The blond clerk, in pale pink sweater and 
matching tweed skirt, had her back turned to me.
Something came over me. I stepped up to the 
door in the counter. Reaching over, I easily found 
the latch and opened it. In a twinkling I was on the 
other side. My hand went under the counter, into 
the display case. My fingers seized a plain circle 
of gold. No alarm sounded. No security guard spot­
ted me. The sales clerk didn’t move or tum.
Quickly I was out, dropping the ring down into 
my bra. Casually I strolled through the store, paus­
ing at the scarves. The leopard print was tempting, 
but I didn’t want to push my luck.
Outside the store, the spell which had me in its 
thrall carried me to the locker, then the ladies’ room. 
With my curlers out and my Value Village dress 
on, I slipped the ring on my finger. Just my size. It 
belonged there. I was appropriately dressed, right 
down to the chunky shoes I’d had for thirty years— 
finally back in style. Since I was still early, I de­
cided to save cab fare and take a city bus out to 
Todhunter Crescent, where Mary Lynn lived.
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Todhunter Crescent was not exactly my milieu, 
so why was I making this trek into the land of snob­
bery? For love. I no longer believed, as in the hip­
pie-dippy sixties, “that love is all you need,” but I 
knew the emotion well, and I still felt it for Jasper. 
I had a motherly love for the refugees from the 
urban jungle who share our eighty acre farm in 
Timberline Township. Jasper and I once dreamed 
of changing the world in a big way. Now, in middle 
age, we are content to do what we can for a few 
former street kids—and try not to expect too much.
Back in the 1960s, when we met, Jasper and I 
considered marriage a bourgeois institution. We 
only did it because his parents would have cut off 
his allowance if we had lived in what was then 
called “sin.” We complied with a no-frills cer­
emony with no rings.
He worked with draft resistors; I taught kids in 
an inner-city school. It was easier for me to live 
frugally than for him because 1 was accustomed to 
poverty. The scholarship which had taken me to 
university was a comet in my former world of low 
expectations.
Was it Watergate that made Jasper decide that 
politics and organizing were futile, or was it Reagan 
in power? Whatever the precise event, we were 
both fed up with the crumbling city core, and 
longed for some fresh air and peace. That run-down 
farm left to Jasper by his uncle began to beckon. 
We moved there, gratefully, then started the new 
project, the farm as a refuge for the life-battered. 
A back-to-basics life appealed to me. I do supply 
teaching at the school but my real work is mother­
ing the brood of twenty people. My days in the 
kitchen, looking out over rolling hills, are not all 
toil. Talking to people and listening to their needs 
can be draining emotionally, though. Ours is a life 
set back in time, like the fictional Waltons on TNN, 
but the residents seem to thrive in this “created’ or 
“intentional” family.
Farming and wood cutting are not lucrative, 
and there have been large-scale cutbacks to the 
social welfare system. My former classmates and
their husbands are well off. I intended to speak of 
the worthy work Jasper and I are doing at Timber- 
line Farm. Perhaps they would be generous, espe­
cially as it was tax deductible.
Wearing a wedding ring would make me a more 
convincing representative of our worthy endeav­
our. At least, that’s what I told myself as I went out 
of the mall to the area where the city buses stopped, 
to find the one to Todhunter Meadows.
Soon I was rolling through lush suburbia, with 
stately homes on verdant lawns. No sidewalks. No 
one ever walked here. Why ruin those Italian shoes 
when there were four wheel drive vehicles and low- 
slung sports cars to take you where you wanted to 
go?
Should I have chosen a different life? Normally, 
I would have said “No,” but that day I wasn’t sure.
I imagined leather sofas, not threadbare cloth ones 
with springs poking through. Gleaming tables, not 
scarred and pitted ones with initials carved into 
the wood. Satin sheets, not flannelette ones.
“Where’s the lady who wanted Todhunter Cres­
cent?” The driver’s voice burst through my 
musings. I lurched to my feet. 2:00 p.m. Time to 
meet the girls of yesteryear.
It was easy.
Easy to sit on soft-cushioned wicker chairs on 
the deck, enjoying Indian summer and sipping Earl 
Grey. The biscuits Mary Lynn served melted in my 
mouth. It was simple enough to smile and be gra­
cious when Muffy seemed so glad to see me, or at 
least, to see all the girls on our floor together again.
“Remember the night of the panty raid?”
“Remember when Alison first wore jeans to 
class? How times have changed!”
“Would you believe I'm a grandmother? It’s 
too soon. The little one calls me ‘Gaga.’”
It didn't take much to smile at these offerings, 
though I dreaded the moment when Mary Lynn 
would turn to me and say, “Now, Laune, tell us 
what’s happening in your life.” Then I would make 
my appeal, play upon their liberal guilt, tell the 
grim and grisly experiences of some of the people
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on our farm. I’d tug at their heart and purse strings.
“Yes indeed, we take cheques, I would say. 
"Make them to the Timberline Farm Foundation.
1 did it well, but beforehand I got butterflies.
I was telling them about a former drug-addict, 
clean for a year, who loved our greenhouse and 
garden, when the doorbell rang. The maid re­
sponded on the first musical note, but Mary Lynn 
rose and tiptoed back through the house to meet 
the newcomer.
“Flere’s my cheque." Courtney dropped a per­
sonalized peach-coloured slip of paper on my lap. 
“It’s best we do this now, before Caroline arrives. 
The other women nodded.
"Why?” I asked.
“Haven't you heard'7 Ever since Hugh passed 
on—if that's the right phrase—Caroline has had a 
hard time. Shh."
Mary Lynn came through the door with her arm 
around a woman who looked vaguely familiar, as 
well she should have, since we used to live at such 
proximity. She wore a pink twin set, a tweed skirt, 
and looked washed out beneath her ash blonde hair.
I had seen her recently, very recently. Then, as if a 
pail of cold water had been poured over me, I re­
membered where. Earlier that day, in the depart­
ment store, it had been her back that was turned 
when I crept behind the counter and ripped off the 
ring.
Oh God! Mary Lynn was bringing her over to
me.
“Laurie was telling about the wonderful work 
she and Jasper are doing with troubled street 
people,” she explained.
Caroline still smelled of lily of the valley.
“Sorry Fm late,” she breathed, “but 1 had a ter­
rible morning at the store.”
“Caroline works in jewelry,” Muffy chipped 
in. “She has a natural gift for it." One would have 
thought Caroline was a silversmith; Muffy made 
it sound like play.
“I was working on inventory when someone 
made off with an expensive ring, under my nose."
Caroline’s pink lips trembled. “If it doesn't turn 
up Fll have to pay for it ”
The others clucked sympathetically. Maybe it 
was just mislaid. Surely there was a surveillance 
tape that would reveal the thief’s identity. Where 
was security? The robber should have been appre­
hended on leaving the store.
Quivering, 1 reminded myself that the shop­
lifter had been wearing nondescript clothes. I was 
wearing an uncrushable black dress, chic black 
shoes, grandmother’s antique brooch, with my hair 
all in curls. No similarity.
Poor Caroline’s teacup rattled in her hands. She 
took a sip. When Mary Lynn announced a show­
ing of old home movies downstairs in the enter­
tainment room, 1 was the first to spring up and step
Photo (detail) by J. Stoffers
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smartly after her. I sat well away from Caroline.
My image on the screen surprised me. I had 
always imagined myself the plainest of them all. I 
was the first to dispense with leg-shaving and 
make-up, which led to a few raised eyebrows and 
a few snide remarks from pastel-coated lips. Yet I 
looked young, pretty, natural, and not all that dif­
ferent, except for grey in my hair.
As shrieks and laughter rippled through the 
room, I peered around for Caroline. Just then a 
prom shot came on screen. She was on Hugh’s arm. 
She found a tissue and dabbed her eyes. After the 
video ended, we toured the rest of the house. Talk 
of decorators, fabrics, choices in tile, wafted around 
me until I lagged behind, hoping for a respite. In 
the main foyer, I sat on a bench and leaned back, 
whispering: “mission accomplished.” Somehow, 
my left hand seemed heavy. A frisson of pain ran 
from the third finger up my arm. Oh-oh. Wasn’t 
that a warning sign of a heart attack? Women my 
age died every day of heart problems. Everyone 
would say what a noble, self-sacrificing person 1 
had been. My conscience pinched, as if encircled 
by a metal band.
The smell of lily floated past me, preceding 
Caroline into the entry hall.
“Oh, I didn’t realize anyone was here.” She 
had her tissue out and ready, obviously hoping for 
a few moments to come to terms with her emo­
tions.
“I hadn’t heard about Hugh. I’m so sorry.”
She sniffed. “Thanks. It has been a year but 
I'm still trying to figure it out. Businesses fail ev­
ery day, I told him. It’s not the end of the world. I 
would have been glad to live more simply, and it 
would have been good for the children. But he 
ended his life, and left me all alone.”
I motioned her to join me, and put my arm 
around her. The ring seemed to blaze on my rough 
hand. I was sure she would spot it. but her eyes 
were swimming.
Listening was my strong suit. It's my role at
the farm. Lately 1 felt inundated with others’ needs. 
Where is the friend to lend me an ear? Jasper tries, 
but the only privacy we get is alone in our bed­
room at night, and after his day of hard work he 
falls asleep the moment his head touches the pil­
low.
"I hated to lose the cottage,” Caroline was say­
ing. “I loved the fields, the trees, the lake. I would 
have been content to live there and sell the house. 
As it turned out. I had to sell both. Oh. sometimes 
I grieve for Hugh and other times I could kill him 
if he wasn't already dead. And now I may lose my 
job.”
I opened my mouth. The words that came out 
were an invitation to our farm. I described the place.
“You can always get away from people for a 
quiet walk,” 1 told her. “It’s about time I had an 
old friend to visit. The kids never imagine that I 
had a life apart from them.”
“Thank you, Laurie.” Her eyes shone.
When she offered to drive me back to the mall 
where I would catch the Greyhound, I accepted. 
The goodbyes were noisy, tearful, and, I think, sin­
cere. My thanks was waved away. Several men­
tioned coming to the farm on Visitors’ Day.
“You’re welcome any time,” I told Caroline as 
we said goodbye at the mall entrance.
On our drive, I thought of slipping off the ring 
and leaving it on her car seat, but decided against 
it.
The mall had a stationery store and a postal 
outlet. I bought stamps, then in the washroom 
sealed the ring into a small padded envelope. I 
mailed it in the letter box outside. I didn't want 
any postal clerk pointing out that the jewelry store 
to which the packet was addressed was just down 
the mall.
Later, as the Greyhound purred down the high­
way toward Jasper and our “family,” I leaned back 
in the seat. Looking out at a bam silhouetted against 
a pink and purple sky, 1 finally dared to exhale.
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